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U M H ISTO RIA N M ULLS MEANING O F MARTIN LUTHER KING J R . DAY
M ISSO U LA To many in Montana and beyond, Martin Luther King Jr. Day is just the means to a threeday weekend, and University of Montana historian Michael Mayer says that’s a shame.
Mayer, an associate professor whose work focuses on the civil rights movement, said he’s
concerned that the holiday honoring the slain civil rights leader will go the way of Presidents Day
and become "just a day when malls have sales and nobody thinks about the meaning of the day."
"This should be a time to contemplate what King and his movement meant in historical
terms," Mayer said.

"Equal opportunity for all Americans. That’s what King stood for.

"If there are two words that are the keystones of what King is all about, they are
integration and equality," he said. "That almost seems like a conservative message today. But
King was speaking 30 years ago."
The Jan. 20 holiday should be a time to celebrate not just the man but the movement and
the meaning of civil rights, Mayer said. The struggle against institutional racism and inequity
involved the commitment and sacrifice of thousands, he said, noting that 80,000 people
participated in sit-ins in the spring of 1960.
Mayer is widely published on the history of the civil rights movement, including
desegregation, Supreme Court rulings, sit-ins and the Civil Rights Act o f 1957. He contributed 10
entries to "The Historical Dictionary of African-American Civil Rights in the United States."
For the first few years after Montana began recognizing Martin Luther King Jr. Day as a
- more -
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holiday, Mayer spent much of each January traveling the state talking to school and community
groups about the man and the movement. This year he’s staying home in Missoula, but he
remains committed to the notion that Montanans should understand why they get a day off on the
third Monday of January.
He said he finds it irritating and inappropriate when people invoke King to support an
initiative or program that arose after the civil rights leader’s murder. For example, he said, no
one knows for certain whether King, who strove for equal treatment for all, would support modem
applications of affirmative action.
"It’s good to think about King and his message," Mayer said, "but not to commandeer a
man’s name and his legacy to promote your own purposes. I think that’s the basest sort of thing,
to say ‘King is on my side.’ Because we don’t know. We can’t know."

m
C ontact: Mike Mayer, (406) 543-7904 home, (406) 243-2088 office. Since UM is on semester
break, he can be reached more easily at home.
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